In vivo expression of rubella antigens on human leucocytes: detection by flow cytometry.
Flow cytometry has been used to detect in vivo expression of rubella antigens on human leucocytes. Sequential samples of peripheral blood were obtained from four volunteers with naturally acquired rubella and five persons immunised with RA27/3 rubella vaccine. Leucocytes were stained for rubella antigens using a pool of rubella monoclonal antibodies. Rubella antigens were detected on the leucocytes of all four volunteers with naturally acquired rubella between 1 and 13 days after onset of illness. Viral antigens were expressed more frequently on the monocyte (9-51%) than the lymphocyte (less than 1-4%) and granulocyte (less than 1-3%) populations. Among the vaccines, rubella antigens were detected on the leucocytes of four of the five volunteers between 5 and 12 days after immunisation. The expression of viral antigens was more transient and the proportion of cells exhibiting rubella-specific fluorescence considerably lower following vaccination (1-12%) than natural infection (9-51%). Our results demonstrate that flow cytometry provides a rapid and sensitive analytical technique for detecting viral antigens on leucocytes from infected persons. Leucocytes may play an important role in the pathogenesis of rubella infection.